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The preliminary study (Kaneko, 2017) showed that 12 Japanese EFL university students as 
peer-reviewers did not point out as many problematic parts in the partners’ writing as possible 
due to the fear of threatening their own and their partners’ face. Although the preliminary study 
focused on whether they pointed out the problematic parts or not, the present study focused 
on how the students actually pointed out the problematic parts when they were certain about 
their judgements on them and their feedback. The present study further analyzed the results 
of the preliminary study by examining what language functions they used and how they used 
them. It revealed that the act of pointing out the problematic parts itself could threaten both 
the peer-reviewers’ and the writers’ face even when the peer-reviewers were certain about their 
judgements of the problematic parts and their feedback. It also found that the peer-reviewers 
pointed out the problematic parts indirectly using four types of language functions. They mainly 
used requests for confirmation of their comprehension of the problematic parts to decrease the 
risk of threatening their own and the writers’ face. The misconception about the role of peer-
reviewers turned out to be the major problem to tackle.
Introduction
Researchers have reported that learners engage in negotiation of meaning using a variety 
of language functions in peer review (e.g., Villamil & de Guerrero, 1996; Mendonca & Johnson, 
1994). The act of negotiating meaning with a variety of language functions is believed to foster 
learners’ language learning and development (e.g., Lockhart & Ng, 1995). Pica (1994) defines 
negotiation as “the modification and restructuring of interactions that occurs when learners and 
their interlocutors anticipate, perceive, or experience difficulties in message comprehensibility” 
(p. 494). In peer review, peer-reviewers usually initiate negotiation of meaning because the 
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peer-reviewers point out problematic parts in writing to the writers and start discussing the 
problematic parts with the writers. Therefore, to ensure opportunities for negotiation of meaning 
for learners’ language learning and development, the peer-reviewers should find as many 
problematic parts in writing as possible and point them out to the writers. However, Foster and 
Ohta (2005) have argued that learners do not necessarily negotiate meaning as much as they 
should because negotiation of meaning is face-threatening in nature. 
The preliminar y study (Kaneko, 2017) showed that the students missed possible 
opportunities for negotiation of meaning because they were afraid of threatening their own face 
as the peer-reviewers and their partners’ face as the writers. This appears to be linked to the 
argument by Foster and Ohta (2005). Although they did not point out as many problematic parts 
as they were expected due to the face-threatening fear, they actually pointed out some of the 
problematic parts. To better understand the results of the preliminary study, the present study 
further analyzes the results from a perspective, language functions, because the effective use of 
language functions is one of the keys to successful peer review (e.g., Liu & Hansen, 2002). The 
present study aims to examine what language functions the students used in the peer review and 
how they used them.
The Preliminary Study (in the Same Writing Course as the Present Study)
Method
To create opportunities for negotiation of meaning in peer review, it is important for peer-
reviewers to point out as many problematic parts as possible to the writers. Motivated by this 
belief, the preliminary study investigated whether or not 12 Japanese EFL university students 
as peer-reviewers pointed out problematic parts in writing to the writers. The students were 
taking an elective writing course taught by the teacher-researcher, where only English was used 
in the classroom. They were majoring in pedagogy, the humanities, or science. Their English 
proficiency ranged from 540 to 780 on the TOEIC Listening and Reading test with the mean of 
635 and the standard deviation of 85.97. They did not have any experience of peer review before 
the study. In the writing course, the students went through stages of a process-oriented writing 
approach such as brainstorming, writing an outline, exchanging their feedback on the partners’ 
drafts in peer review, having a teacher-student conference, and revising their own drafts. The 
peer-review stage was the focus of the preliminary study.
They wrote an opinion essay on a controversial issue of their interest, which used a five-
paragraph structure. The students included 42 to 60 sentences in total in the essay. They 
exchanged their drafts with their partner assigned by lot, reviewed the draft filling out the 
feedback sheet as their homework, and engaged in peer review in the next lesson. Before the 
peer review, the teacher-researcher provided the students with the minimal basic knowledge 
necessary for engaging in peer review. The students watched a video clip in which students 
from a previous semester in the same course were engaging in peer review. Then, they practiced 
reviewing a draft with a sample draft. In the peer review, they were instructed to orally point out 
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problematic parts and give their feedback on them to the writers. The students had a chance to 
ask any question on their drafts and their partners’ drafts in a teacher-student conference after 
the peer review. After the teacher-student conference, the teacher-researcher interviewed each 
student about their peer-review experience. 
The study collected four types of data: 1) copies of the students’ drafts reviewed by 
teachers, 2) copies of the students’ drafts reviewed by their peer-reviewers, 3) feedback sheets 
by their peer-reviewers, and 4) information from the interview with each student. As for 1) 
copies of the students’ drafts reviewed by teachers, the drafts were reviewed by two teachers, 
the teacher-researcher and one more teacher who is well experienced in teaching how to write 
in English to Japanese university students. They separately reviewed the drafts and marked 
any problematic part in them. When they marked the problematic parts, they made judgments 
on them in terms of whether the parts are correct or not rather than whether they could be 
improved in quality. The teachers later agreed upon every single part which they marked 
as problematic. As for 2) copies of the students’ drafts reviewed by their peer-reviewers, the 
teachers checked the parts marked as problematic by the peer-reviewers in terms of whether 
their judgements are correct or not. The teachers used the information from 3) feedback sheets 
by their peer-reviewers to understand the peer-reviewers’ judgements on the parts which they 
marked as problematic. The teachers separately checked the drafts and later agreed upon 
their judgements on every single part which the peer-reviewers marked as problematic. As 
for 4) information from the interview with each student, the teacher-researcher showed the 
problematic parts which each student as a peer-reviewer should have pointed out and asked why 
they did not point them out in the peer review. 
Results and Discussion
The examination of the data revealed that the students as the peer-reviewers did not point 
out as many problematic parts as possible due to the fear of threatening their own and their 
partner’s face. The peer-reviewers were afraid of pointing out parts as problematic when they 
were not certain about their judgements on them. Also, they were worried that they might 
not be able to discuss the parts which they pointed out as problematic with the writers with 
their English proficiency. Besides the risk of threatening the peer-reviewers’ own face, they 
considered the act of pointing out the problematic parts itself as a threat to the writers. They 
thought that the act could indicate that there is a problem in the partner’s writing which results 
from the writer’s lack of competence. 
The students could have pointed out 85% of the problematic parts, however, they pointed 
out 46% of them. Table 1 shows four types of problematic parts: (A) correct problematic parts, 
(B) correct problematic parts which the peer-reviewers pointed out, (C) problematic parts which 
the peer-reviewers could have pointed out, and (D) problematic parts which the peer-reviewers 
could not have pointed out. (A) are the parts marked as problematic by the teachers and are the 
sum of (B), (C), and (D). There were 279 problematic parts in total in the 12 drafts, referred to as 
(A), however, the peer-reviewers pointed out 128 problematic parts of them, referred to as (B). 
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This means that they pointed out 46% of the problematic parts which should be corrected: (B)128 
÷(A)279 × 100. In the teacher-student conference, it was found that there were 42 problematic 
parts which the peer-reviewers could not have pointed out with their English proficiency, 
referred to as (D), however, there were 109 problematic parts which they could have pointed 
out, referred to as (C). They could have pointed out 237 problematic parts: (B)128 + (C)109. 
Therefore, they could have pointed out 85% of the problematic parts: [(B)+(C)]237 ÷ (A)279 × 100. 
This means that they missed the possible opportunities for negotiation of meaning which could 
have been triggered by 39% (85 − 46) of the problematic parts.
Table 1
How the Peer-Reviewers Pointed Out the Problematic Parts
Types of problematic parts n Min Max M SD
(A) Correct problematic parts: (B)+(C)+(D) 279 17 28 23.75 3.40
(B) Correct problematic parts which the peer-reviewers 128 6 12 10.67 1.70
pointed out
(C) Problematic parts which the peer-reviewers could have   109 7 12 9.08 1.55
pointed out
(D) Problematic parts which the peer-reviewers could not   42 2 4 3.50 0.65
 have pointed out
Note. From “The key to facilitating negotiation of meaning from reviewers’ perspectives” by T. Kaneko, 
2017, The Cross-Cultural Review, 13, p.26. Adapted and adjusted with permission.
n = number of problematic parts in the 12 drafts; Min = minimum number of problematic parts; Max = 
maximum number of problematic parts; M = mean of problematic parts; SD = standard deviation.
There existed a salient tendency about how the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic 
parts. When the peer-reviewers were certain about their judgements on the problematic parts 
and their feedback, they were likely to point out the problematic parts. On the contrary, when 
they were not certain about their judgements on the problematic parts and/or their feedback, 
they were not likely to point out the problematic parts. As shown in Table 2, there were four 
conditions and six patterns of how the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts. As 
shown in Table 3, when the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts, they used Pattern 
1a, 89%, most. They used Pattern 1a when they were certain about their judgements on the 
problematic parts and their feedback. Accordingly, as shown in Table 4, when the peer-reviewers 
did not point out the problematic parts, they did not use Pattern 1a at all and instead used Pattern 
2b, 40%, most. They used Pattern 2b when they were not certain about their judgements on 
the problematic parts or their feedback although they thought that the parts might need to be 
corrected. They used Pattern 4, 27%, second most. They used Pattern 4 when they could not 
point out the problematic parts because they could not notice them by themselves with their 
English proficiency.
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Table 2
Conditions and Six Patterns of How the Peer-Reviewers Pointed Out the Problematic Parts
Condition 1 for Patterns 1a and 1b 
(The peer-reviewer believes that the part needs to be corrected.)
 Pattern 1a (The peer-reviewer is sure that his or her feedback is correct.)
 Pattern 1b (The peer-reviewer is not sure if his or her feedback is correct.)
Condition 2 for Patterns 2a and 2b
(The peer-reviewer thinks that the part might need to be corrected.)
 Pattern 2a (The peer-reviewer is sure that his or her feedback is correct if the part 
   needs to be corrected.)
 Pattern 2b (The peer-reviewer is not sure if his or her feedback is correct even if the 
   part needs to be corrected.)
Condition 3 for Pattern 3 
(The peer-reviewer cannot understand the part because it does not make sense. Therefore,
 he or she needs the writer to clarify it.)
Condition 4 for Pattern 4 
(The peer-reviewer did not notice the part until the teacher-researcher pointed it out in
 the interview.)
Note. From “The key to facilitating negotiation of meaning from reviewers’ perspectives” by T. Kaneko, 
2017, The Cross-Cultural Review, 13, p.27. Adapted with permission.
Table 3
Patterns Used When the Peer-Reviewers Pointed Out the Problematic Parts
Patternsa n Min Max M SD %b
Totalc 128 6 12 10.67 2.89 ---
Pattern 1a 114 6 12 9.50 0.60 89
Pattern 1b 3 0 1 0.25 0.75 2
Pattern 2a 5 0 1 0.41 0.59 4
Pattern 2b 0 0 0 0.00 0.00 0
Pattern 3 6 0 2 0.50 0.74 5
Pattern 4 0 0 0 0.00 0.00 0
Note. From “The key to facilitating negotiation of meaning from reviewers’ perspectives” by T. Kaneko, 
2017, The Cross-Cultural Review, 13, p.28. Adapted with permission.
n = number of times when each pattern was used in the 12 peer-review sessions; Min = minimum number 
of times when each pattern was used; Max = maximum number of times when each pattern was used; M 
= mean of times when each pattern was used; SD = standard deviation.
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a There exist four patterns used when the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts. Patterns 2b 
and 4 were not used at all. b % is a proportion of the number of times when each pattern was used to the 
total number of times when all the patterns were used. c Total refers to the total number of times when all 
the patterns were used. 
Table 4
Patterns Used When the Peer-Reviewers Did Not Point Out Problematic Parts
Patternsa n Min Max M SD %b
Totalc 151 10 16 12.58 1.93 ---
Pattern 1a 0 0 0 0.00 0.00 0
Pattern 1b 17 1 2 1.42 0.41 11
Pattern 2a 16 0 2 1.33 0.41 11
Pattern 2b 61 4 7 5.08 0.49 40
Pattern 3 16 0 3 1.33 0.67 11
Pattern 4 41 2 4 3.42 0.35 27
Note. From “The key to facilitating negotiation of meaning from reviewers’ perspectives” by T. Kaneko, 
2017, The Cross-Cultural Review, 13, p.30. Adapted with permission.
n = number of times when each pattern was used in the 12 peer-review sessions; Min = minimum number 
of times when each pattern was used; Max = maximum number of times when each pattern was used; M 
= mean of times when each pattern was used; SD = standard deviation.
a There exist five patterns used when the peer-reviewers did not point out the problematic parts.  Pattern 
1a was not used at all. b % is a proportion of the number of times when each pattern was used to the total 
number of times when all the patterns were used. c Total refers to the total number of times when all the 
patterns were used. 
The Present Study
Purpose
The preliminary study showed that the students as the peer-reviewers did not point out as 
many problematic parts as possible due to the fear of threatening their own and their partner’s 
face. Although they could have pointed out 85% of the problematic parts, they pointed out only 
46%. They pointed out the problematic parts exclusively when they were certain about their 
judgements on the problematic parts and their feedback. While the preliminary study focused 
on whether they pointed out the problematic parts or not, the present study focuses on how 
the students actually pointed out the problematic parts. The present study further analyzes the 
results of the preliminary study by examining what language functions they used and how they 
used them. 
Method
In addition to the data and results from the preliminary study, the present study used the 
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audio-recorded data of the 12 peer-review sessions. The teacher-researcher transcribed the data. 
The two teachers who were the same as the preliminary study separately identified language 
functions used when the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts. Then, they matched 
the language functions with the problematic parts which the peer-reviewers pointed out in the 
drafts. The teachers later agreed on their judgements. 
Results and Discussion
The examination of the data confirms as shown in Table 5 that the peer-reviewers used 
four types of language functions: 1) requests for confirmation, 65%, 2) requests for clarification, 
22%, 3) showing the uncertainty as the peer-reviewers, 10%, and 4) evaluation, 3%. 1) Requests for 
confirmation refer to checking the peer-reviewers’ comprehension of the problematic parts. The 
peer-reviewers asked the writers to check whether they understood what the writers intended to 
express in the problematic parts or not. 2) Requests for clarification refer to asking the writers to 
explain the parts which the peer-reviewers marked as problematic. The peer-reviewers needed 
the writers to clarify what the writers intended to express in the problematic parts to check their 
comprehension of the problematic parts. In 26 out of 28 cases where this language function was 
used, a request for confirmation followed immediately after the writers responded to the request 
for clarification. The peer-reviewers asked the writers to confirm their comprehension of the 
problematic parts by rephrasing what the writers said about the problematic parts. 3) Showing 
the uncertainty as the peer-reviewers refers to telling the peer-reviewers’ uncertainty of their 
judgements on the correctness of the problematic parts. They used expressions such as “I’m not 
sure if I am right or not.” or “I might be wrong.” 4) Evaluation refers to telling the peer-reviewers’ 
judgements on the correctness of the problematic parts. In all of the four cases where they 
pointed out the problematic parts as incorrect, they used expressions such as “I guess this part 
might be wrong.” or “Probably, this part might not be clear enough.”
Table 5
Language Functions Used When the Peer-Reviewers Pointed Out the Problematic Parts
Language functions n %a
Totalb 128 ---
1) Requests for confirmation: Checking the peer-reviewers’ comprehension of  83 65
the problematic parts
2) Requests for clarification: Asking the writers to explain the parts which   28 22
the peer-reviewers marked as problematic
3) Showing the uncertainty as the peer-reviewers: Telling the peer-reviewers’  13 10
uncertainty of their judgements on the correctness of the problematic parts
4) Evaluation: Telling the peer-reviewers’ judgements on the correctness of  4 3
the problematic parts
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Note. n = number of times when each language function was used in the 12 peer-review sessions.
a % is a proportion of the number of times when each language function was used to the total number of 
times when all the language functions were used. b Total refers to the total number of times when all the 
language functions were used. 
The analysis of the data reveals that the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts 
in an indirect way using the four types of language functions even when they were certain about 
their judgements on the problematic parts and their feedback. In 89% of the cases where they 
pointed out the problematic parts, they used Pattern 1a. They used Pattern 1a when they were 
certain about their judgements on the problematic parts and their feedback as shown in Tables 2 
and 3. In the interview with each student, the teacher-researcher asked the peer-reviewers why 
they avoided pointing out the problematic parts directly even when they used Pattern 1a. All of 
them mentioned that they did not want to make the writers feel bad, embarrassed, or offended. 
They feared that they could disclose the writers’ lack of competence by directly pointing out the 
problematic parts to them. Also, they stated that they did not want to break a harmony with the 
writers believing that directly pointing out the problematic parts could hinder their relationship. 
Besides the risk of threatening the writers’ face, they mentioned a risk of threatening 
the peer-reviewers’ own face. Although they were certain about their judgements on the 
problematic parts and their feedback, they reported that they were afraid of a situation in which 
their judgements were incorrect, which could disclose their lack of competence to the writers. 
They said that they wanted to make sure of the correctness of their judgements by confirming 
their comprehension of the problematic parts before they pointed out the problematic parts. 
Therefore, as shown in Table 5, requests for confirmation were used 65%, most, and requests 
for clarification 22%, second most. In 26 of 28 cases where a request for clarification was used, 
a request for confirmation of the peer-reviewers’ comprehension immediately followed the 
writer’s response to the request of clarification. It can be said that the peer-reviewers mainly 
used requests for confirmation to decrease the risk of threatening their own and the writers’ 
face. Also, they mentioned that they were afraid of not being able to discuss the parts which 
they pointed out as problematic even when they were certain about their judgements on the 
problematic parts and their feedback. They thought that if they could not handle the discussion 
well, they could disclose their lack of competence to the writers. They felt pressured to be 
correct like a teacher. It is obvious that they misunderstood the role of peer-reviewers. The 
misconception about the role of peer-reviewers affected the students’ decisions on whether to 
point out the problematic parts or not in the preliminary study. The misconception also affected 
the way the students as the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts even when they 
were certain about their judgements on the problematic parts and their feedback.
 
Conclusion
The present study and the preliminary study turned out to share the underlying problem 
Further Analysis: Language Functions and Face-Threatening Fear in Peer Review in an EFL University Writing Classroom（金子）
− 37 −
that the peer-reviewers were afraid of threatening their own and the writers’ face by pointing 
out the problematic parts. Although the preliminary study focused on whether the students 
as the peer-reviewers pointed out the problematic parts or not, the present study focused 
on how the students pointed out the problematic parts when they were certain about their 
judgements on them and their feedback. The present study found that the peer-reviewers 
pointed out the problematic parts indirectly using the four types of language functions: requests 
for confirmation, requests for clarification, showing the uncertainty as the peer-reviewers, 
and evaluation. They mainly used requests for confirmation of their comprehension of the 
problematic parts to decrease the risk of threatening their own and the writers’ face. The 
students’ misconception about the role of peer-reviewers should be corrected so that they 
could maximize their peer-review experience. With the true understanding of the role of peer-
reviewers, the peer-reviewers could point out as many problematic parts as possible to the 
writers without the face-threatening fear, which could generate numerous benefits of peer review 
for their language learning and development. The misconception of the role of peer-reviewers 
was a major problem to tackle in the classroom where the preliminary study and the present 
study were conducted. Although types of problems to tackle vary depending on classrooms, it 
appears to be important to continuously identify problems, tackle the problems, and assess how 
the solution works in each classroom. 
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